
CALVIN 16

CORRUPTING POWER
… you have provoked my anger and led Israel into sin (God speaking to King Ahab
through the prophet Elijah). 1 Kings 21:22

I wonder whether of late any of you have had a sense that something is exploding
in our culture and society, a sense of the world changing so fast that one cannot
keep up with it. Hardly a week goes by without reports of new technical
developments, advances in information technology, discoveries about therapeutic
cloning and improved cancer treatments.

We also seem to be going in all directions at once while the communication
between the parts becomes increasingly smaller like the separating waves of fire
works or like the ever expanding universe with whole galaxies moving away
from one another at an incredible rate.

That is certainly true on the personal level. We appear to divide ourselves in
ever so many parts isolated from one another. At work we behave and talk
differently from the ways we do at home or at school. We have learnt to be
chameleons adopting the colour of our environment. Yet in our age of information
overload we cannot handle an infinite number of interruptions from e-mail,
phones, companions and co-workers without falling apart. And more and more
people have to resort to anti-depressants or other kinds of medicine to ward off
debilitating mental disorders.

Our society too does not seem to hang together as well as some of us older types
remember from the past, in spite of the increasing security of our increasingly
higher standard of living. Yet our material improvements do not seem to have
any effect on our serenity, our piece of mind, our integrity. If anything the
reverse seems to be true: the better off we are financially, the worse our sense
of happiness and tranquillity appears to become.

There are an increasing number of individuals whose tastes, values and norms
differ radically from most others. Rampant individualism some academics call
it. Society is losing its cohesion and reminds one of loose sand, individuals feeling
alienated from one another with only a loose and fragile blanket of tolerance
covering it superficially.

My reason for starting this as an introduction to the interpretation of our readings
for today is a fragment from an interview I heard on radio the other day. It was
the late Douglas Adams, author of The Hitch Hikers Guide to the Galaxy remarking
on the narrow insights of religion in the light of the exponential increase of
knowledge of the universe. Now I belong to a group of specialists in the social
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scientific study of religion that hold exactly the opposite point of view. We feel
that any religion has always attempted and still attempts to present the most
comprehensive view of existence and all of what a culture and society are
essentially about. Yet their views are not known because in this exploding
overload of information their voices are just not heard. These views are amply
available, but the competition within the avalanche of information directed to
any one with access to the Internet, are lost in a sea of data. Fortunately, the less
informed or frankly misinformed sources similarly suffer from being lost in a
sea of data floating around our exploding world of knowledge.

Our readings for today are a very timely example of the relevance and
comprehensiveness of religion in our day and age. They may have been written
thousands of years ago, but they are just as applicable now as they were then.
The human condition may change, but there are age-old characteristics of
existence that have remained unchanged and are as relevant as ever. And one
of them has to do with absolute power corrupting absolutely.

This issue is at the centre of today’s readings. We keep thinking that democracy
in our present form is a rather recent invention and that anything before the
seventeenth century was anything but democracy as we know it now. Those of
you interested in history remember the absolute power of the monarchy and
ancient dictators and similar kinds of rulers before that era. And yet today’s
story about Naboth and King Ahab goes back at least 2850 years and the rebuke
of the Pharisee about Jesus’ acceptance of a lady of ill-repute at least 1970 years.

In both instances it is those who speak on behalf of God (the prophet Elijah and
Jesus) who set the record straight and in no uncertain terms condemn the injustice
done to the powerless by the powerful, as our text from 1 Kings 21:22 shows.
In other words God is the one who makes it clear that in his Kingdom there is
no room for those who abuse power or who treat the socially despised and
disadvantaged uncharitably and unlovingly.

You remember the Naboth story. He has a vineyard that has been in the family
for a long time. It is next door to the land of King Ahab who has been rebuffed
in his efforts to buy the property. His wife Jezebel cooks up a plan to have
Naboth killed. She hires two scoundrels who falsely accuse Naboth of cursing
both God and king. Naboth is stoned to death. Ahab now has the land, but that
is not the end of the tale. God speaking through Elijah strongly condemns the
shenanigans and tells Ahab that he will die a gruesome death on the very land
he has just so deviously acquired and that dogs will lick his blood. Ahab is now
extremely sorry and asks God for forgiveness. This is granted and the gruesome
death is postponed.

The message of the story is clear: God is a God of justice and therefore suspicious
of those who abuse power and treat the powerless unjustly. God is on the side
of the down-trodden rather than those who do the trampling. Humility is high
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on God’s list of expectations for humans. The danger of overestimating oneself
is much greater amongst the successful than the battlers. The balance between
overestimation and underestimation is more likely found amongst those who
have not arrived than those who think they have.

That is also the message of our New Testament reading in Luke 7:36-50. Here
Jesus is the guest of Simon, who like his fellow Pharisees scrupulously observes
the law and has great political power. He looks down on the woman who lives
an immoral life in the town, kisses Jesus feet and wets them with her tears. Simon
lets it be known that this is unacceptable behaviour upon which Jesus tells him
the parable of the two men who owed money to a money-lender.

The money-lender is a very generous man as he remits both debts because the
borrowers cannot pay. But one owes ten times more than the other and Jesus
suggests that therefore the former will love the money-lender more than the
latter, as so much more was at stake. Apparently Jesus compares the immoral
woman with the one who needed much forgiveness and therefore had to repent
more, whereas the Pharisee needed little pardon or absolution and therefore
showed little if any repentance, love and faith.

The sting in the story is Jesus’ implicit rebuke of his host. Jesus admits that the
Pharisee was an exemplary citizen who went to great trouble of adherence to
all rules and regulations of his society and his religion in contrast with the woman
whose reputation was as low as one could get. And yet Jesus pointedly says that
she had been forgiven and that her faith had saved her. By contrast, the Pharisee
has obviously not committed many sins and is not saved by his faith.

Here too, as in the Naboth story, those with power, whether political or religious,
invariably run the risk of being corrupted by that power. They become arrogant
believers in their own intrinsic goodness and base their self-worth and integrity
on personal qualities and accomplishments, untrammelled by the uncomfortable
thought that in the process they have diminished God’s authority by augmenting
their own.

This theme is also picked up in our third reading for today: Galatians 2:15-21.
Here St Paul says that strict adherence to the law does not necessarily lead to
salvation, or personal wholeness. He goes even further by stating that Christ
has died for nothing if personal integrity is nothing but scrupulous, outward,
adherence to rules and regulations and not a matter of inward motivation, love,
faith and understanding.

Both the parable in Luke 7 and Galatians 2 tell us that religious power runs the
risk of corruption and distortion unless the different and yet compensating
functions of systems of ‘oughtness’ (morality, law) versus systems of ‘isness’
(meaning, faith) are clearly distinguished.
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I want to apologise in advance for introducing heavy sociology. For over thirty
years my understanding of the essential difference between Judaism and
Christianity, the Old Testament and the New Testament or morality and meaning,
law and faith hinges on their separate function in an increasingly complex
society. They serve different purposes, yet they also need one another. If a
system of ‘isness’ (meaning) is to survive it has to be concretized through values
and norms. If a system of ‘oughtness’ (morality) is to survive it has to be
integrated by a transcendental source of order. They have to be linked, as
meaning on its own can lead to rigidification and morality on its own can lead
to distortion. Here again we have what I mentioned at the beginning: an incidence
of social scientific knowledge about religion sunk in the swamp of information
overload.

We feel it in our bones, don’t we, that Ahab should get his just dessert for
abusing power and that Simon should be rebuked for allowing rules and
regulations to usurp the place of a loving and forgiving God. Yet these values
and norms have to be reinforced, if a society is to be viable. A culture which
condones corrupting power and arrogant self-glorification is likely to succumb,
unless it can undo the social breakdown resulting from these vices through
forgiveness, understanding and love.

Yet that same society also needs authority and constant strengthening of the
moral order. The trick therefore is to both strengthen authority and moral order
and yet to be constantly alert to the real possibility of power abuse and moral
rigidity. Any society, whether ancient or modern, will need ways to do both.
Any surviving religion was and is in the forefront of accomplishing both. Not
to understand this and to declare religion as too narrow for present day society,
is to fatally ignore one of the few means left for countering insanity and
containing the explosion I mentioned in the introduction of this sermon.

There is more to be said, however, about the religious corruption implied in the
parable of the moneylender. Jesus in Luke 7:26–50 and Paul in Galatians 2:15-21
warn believers of the danger of narrowly confining religion to following a set
of rules, the law in their words. They suggest that salvation does not come by
good works (as prescribed by law) but by faith (in Jesus Christ). True religion
escapes the confinement to law. False religion succumbs to it.

Calvin makes similar distinctions. He distinguishes between the invisible and
the visible church. The godly, as he calls them, represent the invisible church.
Yet they must maintain themselves in society: ‘… any one, who, from hatred of
the ungodly, violates the bond of society, enters on a downward course, in
which he incurs great danger of cutting himself off from the communion of saints
(Inst. IV i 16).’ In other words, good Christians cannot escape responsibility for
society and its laws.
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Calvin distinguishes the spiritual order from the civil one. Civil order (Inst. II ii
13), reflects man’s nature as a ‘social animal’ which disposes him ‘to cherish and
preserve society’ and obey its laws. By contrast the spiritual order ‘has its seat
within the soul (Inst. III xix 15)’ and comprises the invisible church, or as Calvin
has it elsewhere, ‘the Church as it is really before God (Inst. IV I 7).’ In other
words it is the Kingdom of God, as Jesus describes it in the parables of the
mustard seed and the leaven (Matthew 13:31-33).

Calvin does not have a high opinion of the visible church. ‘In this church there
is a very large mixture of hypocrites, who have nothing of Christ but the name
and outward appearance: of ambitious, avaricious, envious, evil-speaking men
… hence it is necessary to believe in the invisible Church, which is manifest to
the eye of God only … (Inst. IV i 7).’ In other words, the visible church may
very well harbour corrupt elements. By contrast the invisible church is
incorruptible. It is an abstraction of pure order in a world where order and
disorder are invariably mixed whether one considers the spiritual or the civil
realm.

The contribution which up-to-date social science can make to this dilemma of
the visible church hinting at, rather than concretizing the invisible church is
through its insights in the necessity for and yet also the deflecting nature of
organization. Any idea or faith worth its salt will have to be what sociologists
call ‘institutionalized.’ That is to say, it has to be surrounded by ritual and
reiteration and retraced in the grooves of order.

The problem is that the institutional boundaries around this idea or faith tend
to become as important, if not more so, than the idea or faith itself. And this
means that the boundaries tend to replace the content as the centre of
commitment, mainly because humans find it easier to be loyal to something
concrete rather than something abstract.

The French sociologist Emile Durkheim called this the ‘contagion of the sacred.’
In other words, the vessel of the faith becomes the object of veneration rather
than the faith itself. The organization of the religious idea takes over from what
it is only supposed to guard and protect. Calvin correctly observes this
phenomenon when he says that the church’s function is to be a faithful guardian
‘to prevent the truth from perishing in the world (Inst. IV i 10).’

This means that Simon, the Pharisee in Luke 7, made the mistake of confusing
the accoutrements (boundaries) of religion with the real thing. The law, Jesus
intimates (and Paul does the same in Galatians 2) is a concretization of the faith.
Yet it is not the centre. It may be a necessity, but it is not the soul. And the Bible
makes it clear that the only way out of the mistake and the dilemma, is to repent
and to confess one’s short-sightedness and sin. Similarly King Ahab’s
reconciliation with God after the heinous crime he committed could only take
place after his confession and sincere repentance.
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Loyalty to denominational boundaries rather than loyalty to the saviour seems
to be the crux of the religious controversies and massacres in Northern Ireland,
Indonesia, the Sudan and India. There is no religious organization, whether
Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism or Buddhism that does not preach
reconciliation and understanding of other human beings. One example, they all
believe in the golden rule: do unto others what you expect them to do to you.

Yet it is easier to believe in the superiority of the visible differences and the
historical diversities of other tribes and nations than the less visible, actually
invisible, underlying similarities of their beliefs and ethics. The variety of
denominations in such nations as Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the USA
correspond closely with the different ethnic origins of their populations. The
division of church and state in those countries accommodate the checkerboard
of different denominational origins in the countries from which the newcomers
came. Still the underlying similarities of these ethnic religions could quite
admirably reinforce the common identity and unity of these new nations. But
unfortunately the boundaries separating them make the division of church and
state necessary, although religion as such is closely bound up with one’s national
identity.

In 1969 at the request of the publisher Thomas Nelson in Melbourne I wrote a
book entitled Christianity in Chains. It was supposed to be an antipodal version
of Bishop Robinson’s Honest to God that had become a controversial bestseller
in the northern hemisphere. We had originally called it The Shackled Vision,
because the book wanted to point to the organisational deflections, the mundane
loyalties, the psychological functions, the social needs, the rigid traditions that
formed the shackles of the Christian vision, or in Calvin’s terms, the invisible
church.

I still adhere to almost all I wrote then. The invisible church is still embedded
in, and maybe even corrupted by, organisational boundaries and compromises
it needs to survive. And yet the vision is infinitely more important than the
shackles needed for its survival.

This was driven home vividly to me in the Christmas service in the unheated
assembly hall of Halle Prison with hard labour (Zuchthaus) in 1944. The service
had been completely Nazified. It began and finished with the Hitler salute and
the sermon was all about the titanic struggle of the German race to civilize the
conquered nations and soldiers dying on the various fronts for the sacred cause.
And yet the consolation of the Christmas message was there in the readings
about the suffering servant from Isaiah and about the birth of Jesus from Luke.
It seemed to whisper to me that the suffering Messiah born as a defenceless
infant in a hostile society was at one with other marginal and political prisoners,
such as us.
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Conclusion: The Old Testament story about Naboth’s vineyard, Jesus’ parable
of the generous moneylender and Paul’s remarks about the relative importance
of the law has wider implications. They are all pointers to God’s blueprint for
His heavenly order, His Kingdom, Calvin’s invisible church. They all point to
the comprehensive intent of God’s cosmic program straddling the ages. They
are as relevant today as they were in ancient times. Even more so, because at
least in those days, humans were not confronted with the explosive changes on
both the personal and social level, I mentioned at the beginning of this sermon.

The corrupting power which I used as our theme is not just a matter of ancient
history. It is a burning human problem right now. We may have thrown up
better barriers against the blatant abuse of power by those who were tempted
that way, such as King David and King Ahab. Yet our short-sightedness and our
tendency to confuse the necessary accoutrements of religion with its core meaning
are just as much a matter of deep concern and makes confession of our sin and
our repentance just as crucial.
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